it is a defense of the existence of family religion as a distinct entityconnected to but analytically separable from state or local religion-in the ancient Levant. This question has been essential to Biblical studies from its beginning: scholars have debated how different the religion of the individual and family was from that of the court and scribes since the time of de Wette and Wellhausen. In the study of religion more broadly this point was made most forcefully by Numa Fustel de Coulanges (1864), who argued that family religion and ancestor cult, not official or state religion, were the foundations of the polis in Greece and Rome.
The long-recognized question has always been how to gain access to a religion that was not that of writers and therefore never left a creed, let alone written hymns, myths, or rituals. In response, archaeologists have developed sophisticated ways of reading material evidence, but the question of how to integrate it with language remains interesting and challenging. It differs from the related question of "popular religion" because of its greater specificity about social location: rather than simply being the assumed "other" of elite or state religion, domestic religion has always had a concrete return address, in the homes of its practicioners.2
In 1988 Carol Meyers defined two obstacles to understanding family religion: the tendency to focus on monumental objects and buildings in archaeology and a theological focus on orthodoxy: "Although these archaeological and theological barriers to the recovery of popular religion are breaking down, the material evidence for a private or family religion at any period in Israelite [history] has yet to be systematically collected and studied" (Meyers 1988: 158, cited by Albertz on p. 9). Thus the goal of the present book: "to demonstrate that this specific religious dimension actually existed in the region of the Levant and show how it functioned in discontinuity and continuity with other aspects of life-namely, local and state religion. Our goal is to provide a compendium for studying the ancient religion of Israel and of its Levantine environment from a specific analytical perspective" (xv).
Why might it be necessary-indeed incalculably valuable-to provide a massively documented argument that such a widely-studied category as domestic religion even existed as a major factor in the ancient Levant? Here
